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Abstract
The aim of the current paper is to help to understand the transformation of suburban areas in Central Eastern European metropolitan regions with regard to the power relations. The study area is Budapest Agglomeration, which has experienced significant social, economic, and environmental changes after the collapse of state socialist regimes due to the intense suburbanisation. This study examines
the composition of municipal councils in Budapest Agglomeration and tests the hypothesis that during the suburbanisation, the newcomers seize the political power in the suburbs. The analysis based on
a database about municipal councils members of 18 settlements, and there are data about the main socio-demographic characteristics of these settlements. The results show the growing number of settlements where the incomers become dominant in municipal councils. The role of socio-demographic factors in this process is interesting as cannot be proved a clear relationship between these factors and the
changes in municipal councils.
Keywords: Budapest Agglomeration; suburbanisation; power relations; municipal council

Introduction
Central and Eastern European (CEE) countries have
gone through a significant transformation after the
collapse of the state socialist regimes. The spontaneous socio-spatial processes could become intense after the post-socialist transition because these were
restricted by the state before. Common features were
in these countries the privatization of public housing and agriculture land, liberalization of the housing market, increasing income, and evolve of the new
local governance system. Socio-economic transformation comes along with intensive suburbanisation
in the Post-Socialist region. This process has been an
essential urban phenomenon in the last three decades, which has determined the development of metropolitan areas and the spatial distribution of society. The population growth was more intensive in
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the suburban areas than in the cities, and the suburbs undergone previously rarely experienced development in infrastructure and services, even though
this development was not always able to keep up
with the needs, which came with the new and growing population. The newcomers forced several kinds
of development out, and new enterprises settled in
the agglomeration and participated in the improvements. It was an unplanned development and uneven in space, namely there are better and worse developing settlements. In addition, the spatial pattern
of social strata changed in the urban areas. The middle class moved to the surroundings settlements, but
in CEE, unlike the western suburbanisation, lowstatus people also decided to leave the city in order
to decrease their housing costs (Brade et al., 2009;
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Sailer-Fliege, 1999; Szelényi, 1996; Stanilov & Sýkora,
2014a, 2014b, 2014c).
In most respects, social consequences and characteristics of suburbanisation have been the same in
Budapest Agglomeration as in the other post-socialist metropolitan areas. In connection with the local
communities important result of migration from the
city to the suburbs is the evolve of high-status spaces
in the suburban zone and even within its settlements
(Csanádi et al., 2010) as previous studies presented
similar processes in CEE metropolitan regions (e.g.
Kährik & Tammaru, 2008; Krisjane & Berzins, 2012;
Ourednícek, 2007). Western urban studies (e.g. Scicchitano & Johnson, 2012; Ross, 2014) presented that in
suburban areas newcomers from upper-middle-class
try to influence the decisions of municipal councils
in order to serve the newcomers’ interests the development of their settlements. The so-called ‘not in my
backyard’ phenomenon is a striking example of how
the new population can influence the further development of settlements. Similarly, in Budapest Agglomeration has appeared the conflicts between the newcomers and the former residents because newcomers’
interests often contrasted with the former residents’
interests. Although in the Budapest Agglomeration
the presence of the highly well-off population is less
common than in Western metropolitan region, it is
rather the home of the middle-class and upper-middle-class. Nevertheless, the differences in lifestyle between the new and old populations are manifested
here in various conflicts (Csanádi et al., 2010; Váradi,
1999). The conflicts can express in the local policy and

at this point become important the question who has
the ability to enforce interest and how does it happen.
Although momentous suburbanisation in Budapest
Agglomeration started three decades ago, except for the
exemplary description of the activity of local civil movements, has not been examined the change of power relations in the suburbs systematically. The aim of this
paper to contribute to the understanding of the social
consequences of suburbanisation on the local community, concerning power relations. Is it a rather complex
subject; in this current study, I deal with the representation of the new population in municipal councils. In
Hungary, municipal councils decide on the way of local public service development, the local tax rate, and
the settlement structure. In recent years the role of the
councils has changed and declined significantly in several fields but still play a very important role in many
cases. It is widely accepted that people who moved out
of Budapest want to participate in decision-making
about their settlements. It may be presumed that there
is a clear relationship between the population growth
in suburbs and the proportion of new residents in the
municipal councils. This concept, however, hardly examined empirically. In this paper, I test this statement
based on data collected from councillors of 18 settlements and answer the following questions.
How has the proportion of people who moved out
of Budapest changed in municipal councils of suburbs
over the last three decades?
How can socio-demographic characteristics explain the differences in the composition of municipal
councils among various settlements?

Suburbanisation in Budapest Agglomeration
Budapest agglomeration is a statistical zone inside the
metropolitan area. Delineation of the agglomeration
is based on commuting relations and corresponds to
the administrative boundaries in the agglomeration
zone. Agglomeration includes settlements located
near to Budapest and have experienced the suburbanisation since the post-socialist transition; thus, in this
paper, this spatial unit is suitable to use for analysing
a long-term process.
In Budapest Agglomeration, suburbanisation accelerated after the collapse of the socialist regime in
1989/90. The population of Budapest decreased by
14.3% between 1990 and 2011 (from 2.017 to 1.73 million) while the people of the agglomeration increased
by 38.8% in this period (from 448 to 622 thousand)
(HCSO, 1990, 2011). According to the available statistical data, the entire area of the agglomeration has been
involved in suburbanisation since the 1990s (HCSO,
2001, 2011). At the end of the 2000s, the population
14 Geographica Pannonica • Volume 24, Issue 1, 13–24 (March 2020)

growth slowed down in the agglomeration, mostly
due to the global financial crisis, decreasing mortgage
subsidies, and urban renewal projects in Budapest’s
inner city (Kovács & Tosics, 2014).
Municipal councils in agglomeration have played
an important role in the process of suburbanisation.
In the early 1990s, it was typical that they supported the population growth and tried to make attractive the residential area because they expected an increase in revenue of settlements, mainly by the taxes
(Szirmai et al., 2011; Tosics, 2006; Kovács, 1999). Later,
because of the changing tax system and consequently decreasing revenue, the leadership of the settlements could not provide the proper services and infrastructure for the local population and therefore,
they changed their policy. The aim of this new policy was obstructing the population growth or finding
a way to reduce the adverse effects of the process (Szabó, 2003; Gergely, 2014).
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Effects of suburbanisation on Budapest Agglomeration have been examined in many aspects. Various
form of economic activity appeared and workplaces
have been created, although the increasing car use and
commuting between home and the workplace has several harmful impacts on the environment and health
condition (Kondor, 2016; Kovács et al., 2019; Váradi, 2014). Mainly but not exclusively due to the high
number of workplaces, there are important cooperation and interdependence between settlements, and as
a result of this, the area has become more polycentric
(Kovács et al., 2014). Because of the various transformation, this area has to face administrative and regional planning problems (Somlyódyné Pfeil, 2011).
In terms of society, the most significant consequence of suburbanisation is the change of socio-spatial disparities and segregation patterns. The essential trend was observed that in Budapest metropolitan
area from the inner part of the city to the suburban
zone border, the proportion of high-status residents
decrease. However, this trend is not entirely general
because on the one hand there are parts of the suburban area where the high-status population lives and
on the other hand the parts of the agglomeration and
settlements are also fragmented. (Szirmai, 2011, 2016;
Csanádi et al., 2010; Szirmai 2019).
Social fragmentation of the Budapest Agglomeration is not a new phenomenon, but it was strengthened and modified by the suburbanisation. Financial opportunities always had a dominant role in
spatial mobility. Those who could take advantage of
the post-socialist transition, for instance, who could
buy a good and cheap dwelling during the privatization and who was in the best financial situation could
move from Budapest to the much-valued parts of the
area already in the 1990s (Western and Northwestern
sectors of Agglomeration, Figure 1.) (Csanádi & Csizmady, 2002). These settlements conserved, moreover
raised their high-status. The other parts of agglomeration have become socially fragmented by high-status
and low-status settlements, by the waves of suburban-

isation, which have strengthened the socio-spatial differences (Csanádi et al., 2010; Váradi & Szirmai, 2012).
In addition to the financial condition, several factors influenced the choice of a new residence, such as
the desire for a detached house, better housing condition than in the city, rural lifestyle, silence, tranquillity, green area and not least the role of the residence in the individuals’ social status (Beluszky, 1999;
Tímár, 1999; Dövényi & Kovács, 1999, Csanádi et al.,
2010). Consequently, people who have moved out of
Budapest to the suburbs had different concepts and
demands about the new residence and its population
and used the settlement in different ways (Csurgó &
Csizmady, 2012). Csurgó (2013) defined two main type
of people who have moved out of Budapest to the agglomeration by their concept about the rural life: the
suburban way of life – people homes are in the suburb, but their life primarily be attached to the city; retraditionalization – people actually live in the suburb,
they are part of local community; however, this is also
not the way of traditional rural life (with farming).
And there is a third type which is the combination
of the former two – the city still is important in their
life, and at the same time they integrate into the local
community. Diverse lifestyles and interests led to conflicts between the original residents and the newcomers. These conflicts usually focused on the function
and transformation of the settlements (Váradi, 1999;
Szirmai, 2011b; Szirmai & Váradi, 2012; Csurgó, 2013).
As a result of these conflicts, residents established
local civic organisations to try to influence the local
policy (Váradi, 1999) since the most conflicts were related to the impacts of suburbanisation or to issues
within the competence of municipal councils which
determine the way of life of residents (Csurgó & Csizmady, 2012; Szabó, 2003; Váradi, 1999).
From the literature, it emerges that to understand
the transformation of suburbs, we have to make profound research about the power relations, including
the participation of different population groups in
municipal councils.

Study Area and Database
Budapest Agglomeration (Figure 1) includes 38 towns
and 43 villages with different population size. To answer the research questions, I examine settlements
where the population was less than 10 thousand in 2011
at the year of the last census. According to field research
experiences, personal relations and acquaintance has a
more significant impact on power relations and local
policy in small settlements than in larger ones. The filtered sample includes 18 settlements, which has been
selected from all the six sectors of the agglomeration.

To determine the proportion of incomers – it
means people who moved out of Budapest - in municipal councils, I collected data about the former residence of councillors. In the absence of an official database about personal particulars of councillors, the
information comes from many sources: websites, leaflets, interviews (from media), newspapers, local history books, etc. There was not a specified way of the
data collection like questionnaire or interviews have
not made for this research. I used more than one hunGeographica Pannonica • Volume 24, Issue 1, 13–24 (March 2020) 15
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Figure 1. Budapest Agglomeration
Source: HCSO, 2011

dred sources (mostly from the internet) to collect data
about the 1060 councillors of the 18 settlements.
I divided the councillors into three groups: the
first one includes people who moved out of Budapest
to the suburbs, the second one includes people who
were born and lived in the suburbs (henceforth abbreviated original residents). There is a third group
of councillors, who moved in the suburban zone
from rural settlements. However, their weight in the
councils has not been significant, and the rural spatial mobility is quite a different process from suburbanisation, thus in the current paper, I do not deal
with this group.
In Hungary, from 1990 to 2014 municipal council
elections were held every four years. The number of
councillors in each settlement depends on the population size. In order to typify the settlements accord-
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ing to the change of councillor composition and these
types can be comparable by socio-demographic characters, it was necessary that the number of councillors
be the same. Otherwise, the larger settlements with
more councillors could distort the results. Thus, data
used in this analysis are weighted; as a result of this,
all settlements have the same number of councillors
in each period.
Missing data are lower than 20 percent and does
not affect the results.
Statistical data used in the analysis has been taken
from censuses except for data about the personal income tax. Census data are the most reliable and in the
case of proportion of graduates is the only available.
Censuses were held in 1990, 2001 and 2011. The other
source is the municipal database of Hungarian Information System of Regional Development (TEIR).
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Results
Incomers in municipal councils
In the studied area, the number of settlements has
been growing, where the incomers have dominance
in municipal council (Table 1.). This is a slow process,
and the incomers outnumbered the other population groups in councils only in one-third of the settlements even at the end of the examined period. Nevertheless, data predict the direction of change. The
number of settlements where original residents dominate decreased until 2014, by the time remained only
seven out of 18. This is mainly due to the presence of
people who moved to this area from rural settlements.
In most cases, this group is not significant in councils, but their presence enough for neither the original residents nor the incomers get the majority in the
councils. And there are settlements where the original residents and incomers have a similar proportion
in councils - because of the missing data is undecidable which group is dominant. In this paper, I examine the settlements based on only the proportion of

settlements is similar in each group: the first and the
fourth group includes five, and the other two include
four settlements. The spatial location of the settlements is not completely the same as the categorization
used in this study. It also indicates distinct changes in
the greater part of agglomeration as previous studies
presented it, for instance, in terms of social characteristics (Csanádi et al., 2010).
Figure 2. shows the exact proportions of incomers in every group. It can be seen, that the first and
the fourth group differs the most from the others. In
the first group, not only the percent is low every year,
but there is no rising tendency either. In contrast, in
the fourth group, incomers’ proportion is steadily increasing.
In the further analyses, I compare these four settlement groups based on their main socio-demographic characteristics which are in connections of the suburbanisation such as population size, the proportion
of graduates and newly built dwellings, and financial

Table 1. Composition of municipal councils
The majority of municipal council...

Election year
1994

1998

2002

2006

2010

2014

13

13

11

9

8

7

...are in-moving people.

2

3

4

5

7

10

...are people who moved out of Budapest.

0

1

1

3

3

6

...are original residents.

Similar percent of original local people and who moved out of Budapest.

3

2

3

4

3

1

Total

18

18

18

18

18

18

Source: Edited by the author based on the own database

Table 2. Settlement groups based on the proportion of incomers in municipal councils
Settlement groups

The proportion of incomers in municipal councils…

Settlements

1st group

…was lower than 20% in every year.

Alsónémedi, Csomád,
Mogyoród, Szada, Sződ,

2nd group

… has increased slowly and the incomers have never been a significant
group.

Csobánka, Délegyháza,
Kisoroszi, Sződliget

3th group

…was relatively high in 1994 and it has increased significantly from
2010.

Ecser, Felsőpakony,
Leányfalu, Taksony

4th group

…increased constantly from 1994 to 2014 and the incomers had
outnumbered the other population groups in every settlement in 2014.

Diósd, Herceghalom,
Nagytarcsa, Páty, Telki

Source: Edited by the author based on the own database

incomers in municipal councils without considering
the different presence of original residents and people
who moved from rural settlements.
The proportion of incomers are various in municipal councils but can be described four types of settlements based on their proportion in each year of election and the trend of change (Table 2.). The number of

situation. Thereby we can understand the relation between the change of municipal councils and the migration. The following figures show the average values
of the groups to prevent the effects derive from different size of settlements. First, will be presented in detail the difference between the four settlement groups
by the main socio-demographic factors and then FigGeographica Pannonica • Volume 24, Issue 1, 13–24 (March 2020) 17
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Figure 2. The proportion of incomers in municipal councils by settlements groups (%)
Source: Edited by the author based on the own database

ure 7. shows summing the difference between the settlement groups by these factors.
The main social-demographic characteristics of
settlement groups
Data show a significant relationship between population growth and the proportion of incomers in municipal councils. However, difficult to interpret this relationship because it does not prove a linear correlation,
such as the more intense population growth, the more
incomers are in councils. The population growth rate

was the highest in the fourth settlement group in the
1990s and also in the 2000s, as the proportion of the
incomer council members. In contrast, the population growth in the first group was also significant in
the 2000s, but this did not result in the growing proportion of incomer council members. The third group
did not experience substantial population growth between 1990 and 2001, and still, has grown the proportion of incomers in the municipal councils.
Based on the foregoing, it can be said that the population growth itself does not explain the differences
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2001–2011

Figure 3. The average population growth by settlements groups (%)
Source: Edited by the author based on censuses
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Figure 4. The average growth of graduates (percentage points) among 25 years old and older population
Source: Edited by the author based on censuses

in the composition of municipal councils. The previous research referred before, pointed out that suburbanisation has been spatially an unequal process, and
evolved low-status and high-status settlements in the
agglomeration. Therefore, we need to examine the differences between the groups based on three social status indicator.
As predicted, the rate of growth of graduates (among
25 years old and older population) was the highest in
the fourth group between the time of the three censuses, and graduates’ proportion was also the highest
in this group. Despite the different proportion of incomers in councils, the second and the third groups
do not differ from each other significantly, neither according to the rate of graduates nor according to the
change, not once. In the settlements of the first group,

the proportion growth of graduates was the smallest
in the first period, and it was high in the second period. It implies that a lot of graduates (also by number) moved in these settlements. However, in spite of
the population growth and especially the increase in
the rate of graduates, incomers could not take over the
dominance in municipal councils.
The financial situation is measured with the personal income tax per taxpayer. The first data are available from 1992. In Hungary, the personal income tax
system has gone through many significant changes in
the past three decades; thus, there can be a large difference between two consecutive years by the exact
values of tax per taxpayer regardless the changes in
income. Therefore Figure 5. shows the deviation the
change of the tax per taxpayer by settlement groups
14.0
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15.7
44.9

Group 2

-10.7

-27.5
Group 3

-15.6
-3.4

Group 4
-30

10.6
-20

-10

0
1990–2001

10

20

30

40

(%) 50

2001–2011

Figure 5. Deviation the change of the tax per taxpayer by settlement groups
from the average change of the 18 settlements (%)
Source: Edited by the author based on TEIR database

Geographica Pannonica • Volume 24, Issue 1, 13–24 (March 2020) 19

The Impact of Suburbanisation on Power Relations
in Settlements of Budapest Agglomeration

from the average change of the 18 settlements. The tax
per taxpayer increased in every settlement; on the figure, the positive values mean growth above average,
the negative values means growth under average.
In the first period, the differences between settlement groups were much larger than in the second
period, and they typically do not follow the change
in the proportion of incomer council members. Although the first group is the only one with positive
change (i.e. above-average) in both periods, the proportion of incomers remained low. The third group is
just the opposite, the only one where change has always been below average, and yet there has been an increase in the proportion of incomer councillors. However, when interpreting the figure, it is important to
note that it shows the change and not the financial situation of those living in each settlement group. In the
fourth group, tax per taxpayer growth was below average in the first period and just second after 2001, but

Figure 7. shows the above-used variables standardized and shows the deviation from the average values
of the 18 settlements by periods. In the case of annual tax per taxpayer, I use data from 1992 and not from
1990. On the previous figures can be seen the exact
values of socio-demographic variables of the settlement groups (except in the case of tax per taxpayer),
the figure below focuses on the relative difference between each other. The higher value in the positive direction means the greater change in each factor, relative to the average of the 18 settlements.
The graph more highlights the difference among
the settlement groups and between the periods. Especially spectacular the case of the first group; its values
were lower than the second one’s and fourth one’s values (except for the tax per taxpayer) at the first period,
but the second-highest after 2001. And yet the proportion of incomers in municipal councils was not significant between 1994 and 2014. In contrast, the fourth

18.7
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29.8
21.1

Group 2

19.2
17.3

Group 3

19.5
27.5
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40.8
0

10

20
1990–2001

30

40

(%) 50

2001–2011

Figure 6. The average proportion of newly built dwellings by settlement groups (%)
Source: Edited by the author based on censuses

this is due to the tax per taxpayer was high in the previous years. In contrast, in the first group the initial
rate was low and reached roughly the same level as
the third group.
The last social status indicator is the period of dwellings construction that is the proportion of newly built
dwellings. As before, the fourth group is considered
to be with the highest status, which is not surprising
given that the population was in good financial situation. In second and third groups, the proportion
of the newly built dwellings was similar. In the first
group between 2001 and 2011 was built ten percentage
points more dwellings than in the second or the third
one even though the average tax per taxpayer was not
higher, it refers to a good financial situation in spite of
the average income level.
20 Geographica Pannonica • Volume 24, Issue 1, 13–24 (March 2020)

group’s relative high values can be associated with a
high proportion of incomer in councils. Also interesting the situation of the third group; its values were relatively low in each period, and yet the proportion of
incomer councillors has been growing.
While four groups can be formed on the basis of the
proportion of incomer councillors, the similarities in
social-demographic characteristics of settlements
show that the second and the third group do not differ
from each other considerably. And data do not prove
an increasing tendency between the first and fourth
group in percentage of incomers. On the contrary, although the population growth and the proportion of
newly built dwellings was outstanding, all of this did
not result in the high proportion of incomers in municipal councils.
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Figure 7. The deviation of socio-demographic characteristics of settlement groups
from the average values of the sample settlements by periods
Source: Edited by the author based on censuses and TEIR database

Discussion and Conclusion
The change of municipal councils has been many impacts on the development of Budapest Agglomeration
and the socio-spatial fragmentation in local and regional level. In terms of settlement development, it is
crucial which population group has the ability to enforce interest. For instance, the answers to the following question can be different: to what extent should
the rural character of the settlements remain. From
the point of view of society, the process has a role in
the spatial distribution of people belonging to different social strata. Set a good example, a village, where
the council tried to limit the number of people who
move in by regulating the minimum size of building
plots, but this regulation favoured people who have a
high income.
Results present a remarkable change of composition of municipal councils in Budapest Agglomeration. There are more and more settlements where
most councillors are incomers. The data predict that

the process will continue (see second and mostly the
third group).
The findings from the database show that this process cannot be explained completely by the population change and social-status indicators. In the settlements of the fourth group, there were an outstanding
proportion of incomers, and indeed the population
growth and the proportion of high-status people was
significant. However, results do not present a clear relationship between the explanatory variables and the
composition of municipal councils. Especially the values of the first group contradict presumptive relationship as the population growth was significant, the social-status characteristics were similar to the second
and third group, and still, the proportion of incomers
in councils was negligible.
The results must be interpreted with caution because
the selection of settlements was influenced by the available data of councillors. It sets limits on research that the
Geographica Pannonica • Volume 24, Issue 1, 13–24 (March 2020) 21
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personal data about councillors are difficult to collect;
thus, not all municipalities could be included in the analysis. The primary importance of the results is not to provide accurate information on the transformation of municipal councils in the studied area, but to highlight the
major trends of changes, their complexity, and their relationship to main socio-demographic variables.
And it is important to note again that the sample
does not include towns with more than 10 thousand
people. Therefore, it may be worthwhile to extend the
research to larger towns, although probably some other factors have an effect on the choice of councillors

in their case. For instance, the role of political parties
can be more significant.
In addition to the official statistical data, it is necessary to do profound research to reveal the demands,
conceptions, motives to migration to suburbs, and
lifestyle of incomers in the sample area. These factors
probably have an influence on local integration intentions and through of these on the endeavour to have a
say in the affairs of the settlement. Furthermore, need
to examine the significance of local communities and
local civil movements on the transformation of municipal councils.
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